this 'working-class hero' status suspect for many commentators, as it was for the lower middle-class John Lennon in an earlier era. Needless to say, the kind of films that Ritchie and his colleagues and imitators created did not come into the world fully formed without the influence of such pithy earlier work as John Mackenzie's The Long Good Friday, but there is no denying the sheer energy and exuberance of the new approach forged by Ritchie and co. -and one film in particular as the standard-bearer for this new movement, a film once enthusiastically acclaimed but now acrimoniously blamed for a host of increasingly desperate and shopworn imitators. That film was Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels and, apart from striking a resonant note with audiences in its day, it launched a variety of careers, many of which are still going strong today. The director himself, after seriously losing his way (not least for vanity projects with his then wife, the rock star and sometime actress Madonna, who lived in some splendour with Ritchie in this country), has recently discovered a way of re-connecting solidly with audiences in a controversial but generally well-received rebooting of the Sherlock Holmes franchise.
It is not difficult to see why Guy Ritchie's exuberant film made such an impact in 1998, with its stylish, mannered cinematography, ingeniously constructed (and often very funny) screenplay and notably canny casting, mixing hungry young actors (Jason Flemyng, Dexter Fletcher and Jason Statham, whose broken-nosed Cockney persona was to be parleyed into a highly successful series of thick-ear thrillers) with experienced pros and a sprinkling of real-life masters of the art of menace. The narrative devolves on a motley group of likely lads from the East End who unwisely put their money in a crooked high-stakes card game. Needless to say, they lose disastrously, and the attempts to recoup their losses put the young chancers in the most extreme danger from a variety of different criminals. While this plot device gives the narrative its energy, other pleasures are afforded by the presentation of the different strata of criminal life in modern London, with the various illegal pursuits (drugs, of course, money-laundering and, inevitably, guns offering a microcosm of both this violent subculture and -without any over-emphasis -a picture of the wheeling and dealing in the wider business world in London, which by extension sails similarly close to the wind). And while the consequences of the criminal activity here are frequently shown to be violent in the extreme (though usually in a blackly
